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Purpose

This resource is intended to support state education agency (SEA) staff members as they build partnerships 
with tribal leaders to improve educational outcomes for Native students through the use of data, research, and 
evidence. Tribal governments are sovereign nations that promote self-determination1 for approximately one-
half million American Indian2 students in the United States, who experience disproportionately high rates of 
special education identification, suspension, and chronic absenteeism (Collier, 2012; Hanson, 2021; National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2019a; U.S. Department of Education, 2019). This disproportionality is due to 
structural inequities that persist in educational systems, such as a hostile school climate and policies that do not 
accommodate absences for ceremonial and cultural observances (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). 

Audience

The target audience is SEA staff. This resource is meant to help them collaborate more effectively with tribal 
communities so that the integration of SEA and tribal community resources can help benefit the academic and 
social-emotional outcomes for Native American students.

Principles for Working With Indigenous Communities Around Data, 
Research, and Evidence

Centering students and their needs is essential for building strong, mutually beneficial, and lasting relationships with 
Indigenous communities. In addition, the inclusion of Indigenous expertise and knowledge is key for SEA staff as they 
partner with community members to conduct required evaluation, research, and data collection in order to benefit students. 

1 Self-determination is the idea that Indian nations should determine their own futures (Cornell & Kalt, 1998).
2 Native American, American Indian, Native, and Indigenous are terms used throughout this text to refer to Indigenous peoples of the 

United States. Each of these are imperfect, general terms.
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Principle 1: Develop your Indigenous literacy. 

Indigenous literacy is having basic knowledge of a community’s history, culture, and experiences. 
Every federally recognized tribe is a sovereign nation with a unique history. In addition, every 
federally recognized tribe has a unique relationship with government agencies, documented in 
treaties, statutes, and court decisions. A community’s experiences of federal appropriation and 
extraction may result in a reluctance to establish relationships with SEA staff, especially around 
collecting information considered private to the community. Moreover, indications of outdated 
cultural stereotypes or using one standard approach with all Indigenous groups may be immediately 
off-putting to tribal leaders. Each community will likely require unique processes and protocols for 
working with SEA staff to collect data and conduct research (Gardner-Vandy & Scalice, 2020; Ferland 
et al., 2021; Minnesota Department of Education, 2020; Nature Conservancy, 2021).

Practices

 »

 »

 »

Devote time and resources to building basic knowledge of a 

community’s history, culture, and experiences (Ferland et al., 2021).

Seek primary sources of information — direct interactions, 

experience, and personal relationships with community members 

— to inform understandings of contemporary Indigenous realities 

(White House Office of Intergovernmental Affairs, 2009).

Determine whether the community is comprised of one or 

multiple tribes (e.g., White Mountain Apache and San Carlos 

Apache are distinct tribes) (Molina & Layland, 2020).

“Learn about tribal histories, 
tribal sovereignty, and 
follow through accordingly. 
This knowledge is essential 
year-round, beyond Native 
American Heritage Month in 
November.”  
— SEA staff member
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Principle 2: Reflect on what you and your agency bring to the relationship that 
supports collaboration.

Trust and a sense of shared responsibility are key elements of strong relationships that will support 
the truly collaborative use of data, research, and evidence to improve student outcomes. However, 
outsiders have often dismissed or marginalized Indigenous knowledge traditions, which has impeded 
development of such trust (Blanchard, 2020; Gardner-Vandy & Scalice, 2020). It can be helpful to 
remember that tribal communities are under no obligation to establish a relationship with SEA staff. So, 
it is important to come from a place of humility and service orientation. 

Practices
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Reflect on your own beliefs3 about Native peoples. Gather 

information about the SEA’s prior efforts to engage with 

Indigenous communities, both in general and around past data 

collection or research efforts in particular. Foster transparency by 

sharing available student data and evidence.

Listen to what community members say they want. Identify their 

priorities and make them the focus of, or at least part of, the 

research effort. 

Centering the needs of Indigenous students in the conversation 

is one way to build a common focus for collaborative work with 

these communities. 

“Dashboard data brought 
issues to our attention. [As 
a result of consultation and 
action] Native community 
leaders are now being 
heard, being valued. Chronic 
absenteeism rates have been 
reduced 18%.” 
— Becky Love (Muscogee 
Creek), former school coun-
seling coordinator and Native 
American advisory member, 
Shasta County Office of 
Education, California

Principle 3: Invest for sustaining mutually beneficial and reciprocal relationships.

Meaningful engagement with Indigenous communities involves multiple modes of communication and 
mutual agreements about processes (Takeshorse, 2010). Allocate time, human resources, and financial 
resources to cultivate and sustain relationships beyond specific projects and potential changes in project 
staff or leadership.

3 SEA staff beliefs about culturally responsive education, antiracism, inclusiveness, and gender equality may all matter for how they are 
heard and received by Indigenous communities. For example, gender stereotypes may be especially important to consider when SEAs 
are seeking to establish relationships with nations that have matrilineal governance structures.
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Allocate resources for ongoing community engagement to assess 

community needs, priorities, and the strength and mutual benefit 

of the relationship as it relates to research, evaluation, and data 

collection.

Demonstrate transparency in consultations by listening deeply and 

sharing back what you have heard and how you are responding. 

Foster clarity and build common understandings about the vision 

and goals of joint work by fully explaining acronyms, vocabulary, 

terminology, and research methods.4

Utilize multiple modes of communication, including in-person 

and remote meetings, telephone calls, postal mail, email, and 

social media to maximize access to and participation in the 

consultative process.

“We have developed a true 
relationship and [it is] growing 
to one of respect. [The agency 
staff] want to know about our 
community and people. They 
are asking questions and 
listening.” 
 — Gary Rickard (Northern 
California Wintu Tribe), 
Native American advisory 
member, Shasta County 
Office of Education, California

Principle 4: Honor Indigenous communities’ sovereignty, unique political status, 
protocols, and ways of being. 

The sovereignty of Indian tribes and their historical relationship with government agencies affects 
programs, responsibilities, and initiatives related to research, data collection, and their use. 
Your SEA may have established protocols with tribes for staff to follow (White House Office of 
Intergovernmental Affairs, 2009). Following your Indigenous partners’ leadership about their nation- 
and community-specific practices demonstrates respect for their ways of knowing, being, and doing.

Practices
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Interview community leaders to build understanding of structures, 

preferred communication pathways, ways of gathering or 

conveying information, and existing supports for students.

Build in adequate time for tribal decision-making processes so 

tribal leaders may deliberate about the short-term burden and 

long-term consequences of decisions regarding their community 

(White House Office of Intergovernmental Affairs, 2009). 

Sustain relationships by co-developing an official memorandum 

of understanding (MOU), mutual commitments of resources, or 

both (Gardner-Vandy & Scalice, 2020).

“We are going to hold a focus 
group with parents so that 
we can be sure that they 
know what is going on [in the 
County Office of Education], 
and we can learn from them 
about what is going on [at 
their end].” 
 — Gary Rickard (Northern 
California Wintu Tribe), 
Native American advisory 
member, Shasta County 
Office of Education, California

4 Although tribal education agencies/tribal education departments (TEAs/TEDs) may not use the same verbiage, the TEA/TED may have 
the same or similar practices as those suggested by the SEA.
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Principle 5: Recognize and integrate Indigenous expertise –  
this is essential in building collaborative relationships. 

Many conversations and research about education continue to present deficit views of historically 
marginalized children, families, and communities based on race, class, language, and culture 
(Valencia, 2010). Integrating Indigenous expertise, practices, and traditions when generating research 
questions, designing studies, gathering data, interpreting findings, sharing findings within the 
community, and using the findings to improve programs and strategies helps to ensure that research 
is conducted in a culturally relevant and culturally sustaining manner. Addressing colonialism and 
antiracism centers Indigenous community members as experts, recognizing Indigenous voices and 
participation in decision-making (Ferland et al., 2021).

Practices 
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Recognize the range of expertise that is present in a community 

in order to engage in partnerships related to research, data 

collection, and their use. Expertise can be sought from 

elders, tribal government representatives, educators, cultural 

practitioners, linguists, scientists, entrepreneurs, scholars, artists, 

parents, and youth.

Identify how consultancies, working groups, commissions, task 

forces, councils, boards, and advisory groups convened by your 

agency may reflect the racial, geographic, cultural, and other 

diversity of Indigenous families and communities.

“Consider how to enact 
kinship with multiple tribes, 
identities, and cultures. 
Reflect upon what makes 
Indigeneity, intersectional 
identities, inclusion of 
two-spirit people, and 
contemporary life.” 
— SEA staff member

Principle 6: Partner with tribal communities to inform SEA system improvements. 

Conducting research and using data in collaboration with tribal communities informs SEA staff  
about the administrative and procedural barriers faced by Indigenous community partners when 
working with SEAs, which could include restrictions on approved expenditures, delayed payments 
for goods and services, requirements for extensive written documentation, short reporting deadlines, 
duplicative paperwork, and inflexible work schedules. An office of tribal relations that coordinates 
outreach to Indigenous communities may minimize redundant SEA requests for data (Gardner-Vandy 
& Scalice, 2020).
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Collect and analyze data on the efficiency of work processes and 

impacts of collaborative projects (Ferland et al., 2021). Respect 

Indigenous data sovereignty, the right of a tribal nation to own 

and govern how its data are collected and applied (Rodriguez-

Lonebear & Rainie, 2016).

Develop and propose alternative policies and procedures that 

prioritize the needs of Indigenous communities and meet agency 

requirements for data collection and evidence.

“Consider tribal timelines in 
scheduling work and develop-
ing policies. Create time and 
space for inclusion.”  
— SEA staff member

“Link with internal SEA  
equity teams and coordinate 
equity work within the 
agency. Align principles  
and actions together.” 
— SEA staff member
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